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Abstract. Adult education has been criticized for its lack of focus on sociocultural aspects of 
individual learners, largely ignoring the importance of cultural identity to the learning 
process. The paper’s aim is to investigate culturally responsive teaching of immigrants in 
adult education, theoretically and empirically underpinning the implementation of a case 
study for the elaboration of implications on culturally responsive teaching of immigrants in 
adult education. Research methods include theoretical and empirical methods. Theoretical 
methods imply analysis of theoretical sources and theoretical modelling. The empirical study 
was based on a case study. The sample was composed of 20 adult learners and three teachers 
of Swedish in May 2019 and February 2020. The case study was implemented at 
Folkuniversitetet, Kristianstad, Sweden. The theoretical findings allow defining religion and 
human comfort conditions such as thermal comfort as the dimensions of cultural norms and 
values to be addressed by culturally responsive teaching of immigrants. The findings of the 
empirical study allow drawing the conclusion on the necessity of a personalised approach to 
an adult learner in culturally responsive teaching of immigrants. The novelty of the present 
work is revealed in the implications on culturally responsive teaching of immigrants. Further 
research is proposed. 
 
Keywords: adult education, culturally responsive teaching, immigrants, case study, 
interpretive approach. 




Human migration will be only increasing in the coming years due to a 
number of factors. One of such factors is climate change (Pinto-Dobernig, 
2008, p. 9). Millions of people will be displaced by shoreline erosion, coastal 
flooding and agricultural disruption (Pinto-Dobernig, 2008). On the other 
hand, some European countries (including Baltic Sea countries such as 





Estonia, Germany, Latvia and Lithuania and other) face unbalance in their 
labour markets due to demographic decline and skills shortages (Melnikova, 
Zaščerinska, 2018). For a successful integration of immigrants into the 
socioeconomic situation of a host country, social and integration services 
have to take the immediate response and to provide sufficient support to 
integrate newcomers into the host society and get them on a path to 
economic self-sufficiency (Melnikova, Zaščerinska, 2018). Since the power of 
adult learning was discovered (Zaščerinska, Aļeksejeva, Aļeksejeva, 
Andreeva, Gloņina, Zaščerinskis, 2015), the demand for adult learning, 
including for immigrants, is permanently increasing (Melnikova, Ahrens, 
Zaščerinska, 2019). In adult education, the importance of the individual in 
the learning process is permanently highlighted, however adult education 
has been criticized for its lack of focus on sociocultural aspects of individual 
learners, largely ignoring the importance of cultural identity to the learning 
process (Melnikova, Kuprienė, Jurgaitytė, Zascerinska, Blažulionienė, 2020). 
The scientific problem reflected in the paper is formulated as the 
research question: How to organise culturally responsive teaching of 
immigrants in adult education? The aim of the present paper is to investigate 
culturally responsive teaching of immigrants in adult education, theoretically 
and empirically underpinning the implementation of a case study for the 
elaboration of implications on culturally responsive teaching of immigrants 
in adult education. The tasks of the research are:  
 To define culturally responsive teaching of immigrants in adult 
education. 
 To carry out a case study. 
 To elaborate implications on culturally responsive teaching of 
immigrants in adult education. 
 To draw conclusions. 
The novelty of the present work is revealed in the formulated 
implications on culturally responsive teaching of immigrants in adult 
education.  
Research methods applied include the use of theoretical as well as 
empirical methods. Theoretical methods imply analysis of theoretical 
sources and theoretical modelling (Ahrens, Zascerinska, Melnikova, 2019). 
The empirical study was based on a case study. The exploratory type of the 
case study research has been applied (Zainal, 2007), as case studies have an 
important function in generating new research questions, hypotheses and 
building theory (Kohlbacher, 2005). Exploratory case studies set to explore 
any phenomenon in the data which serve as a point of interest to the 
researcher (Zainal, 2007). The present case study belongs to the qualitative 
methodology. The qualitative methodology implies the use of the 
interpretive approach to case studies. The interpretive approach/paradigm 





is featured by the researcher’s interest in a phenomenon. The interpretive 
paradigm is aimed at analysing the social construction of the meaningful 
reality. Meanings emerge from the interpretation. The researcher is the 
interpreter (Ahrens, Purvinis, Zascerinska, Miceviciene, Tautkus, 2018). The 
interpretive paradigm is underpinned by naturalistic methods such as 
observation and interpretation, thus to observe is to collect information 
about events, while to interpret is to make a meaning of that information by 
drawing inferences or by judging the match between the information and 
some abstract pattern (Aikenhead, 1997). Interviewing as a method of data 
collection within the interpretive paradigm allows ensuring a cultural 
dialogue between the researcher(s) and participant(s) of the case study for 
joint discovery of a shared meaning of the investigated phenomenon in the 
common environment. The methodology of the exploratory type of the case 
study research is divided into logical and sequential phases. The 
methodology of the present research proceeds from exploration in Phase 1 
through analysis in Phase 2 to implication development in Phase 3.  
Observation was employed as a basis of data collection. Observation is 
a highly effective method of qualitative data obtaining (Zaščerinska, 2013). 
Observation makes use of a number of techniques, namely, document 
analysis, respondent interviewing and students’ self-analysis (McCall, & 
Simmons, 1969, p. 1). Moreover, observation contributes to a more adequate 
picture that emerges of the research setting as a social system described from 
a number of participants' perspectives (Geertz, 1973; Burgess, 1984), 
namely culturally responsive teaching of adult learners with the migrant 
background. Furthermore, Hargreaves (Hargreaves, 1967, 193) described 
advantages of participant observation as a research method for those 
carrying out studies in institutions in which they work: the method of 
participant observation leads the investigator to accept a role within the 
social situation s/he studies – s/he participates as a member of the group 
while observing it. In theory, this direct participation in the group life 
permits an easy entrance into the social situation by reducing the resistance 
of the group members; decreases the extent to which the investigator 
disturbs the 'natural' situation, and permits the investigator to experience 
and observe the group's norms, values, conflicts and pressures, which (over 
a long period) cannot be hidden from someone playing an in-group role 
(Hargreaves, 1967). 
A non-structured or, in other words, unstructured interview was 
implemented to search for the main categories of the research field (Kroplijs, 
Rascevka, 2004). A non-structured interview is conventionally built on a 
certain topic to be disclosed during the meeting. However, a non-structured 
interview does not imply any specific set of predetermined questions. A non-





structured interview is organised in a non-formal manner and tends to be 
open-ended.  
The data were studied via a content analysis. The content analysis 
included a structuring content analysis and a summarizing content analysis 
(Mayring, 2000). Structuring content analysis assists in categorising the data 
in accordance to the previously determined criteria (Budde, 2005). In turn, 
summarizing content analysis seeks to reduce the material in such a way that 
the essential contents are preserved, but a manageable short text is produced 
(Mayring, 2004). 
Only a few respondents as a case for the study participated in the 
empirical study, as a qualitative research design has been employed 
(Kohlbacher, 2005). The qualitatively oriented empirical study allows the 
construction of only few cases (Mayring, 2004). Moreover, the cases 
themselves are not of interest, only the conclusions and transfers we can 
draw from these respondents (Flyvbjerg, 2006). Selecting the cases for the 
case study comprises use of information-oriented sampling, as opposed to 
random sampling (Flyvbjerg, 2006). This is because an average case is often 
not the richest in information. In addition, it is often more important to 
clarify the deeper causes behind a given problem and its consequences than 
to describe the symptoms of the problem and how frequently they occur 
(Flyvbjerg, 2006). Random samples emphasizing representativeness will 
seldom be able to produce this kind of insight; it is more appropriate to select 
some few cases chosen for their validity (Flyvbjerg, 2006).  
The present sample was composed of nine adult learners and two 
teachers of Swedish in May 2019 and 11 adult learners and one teacher of 
Swedish in February 2020. Adult learners and one teacher of Swedish were 
with the migrant background, two other teachers of Swedish were of the 
Swedish origin. The case study was organised at Folkuniversitetet, 
Kristianstad, Sweden. Folkuniversitetet, Kristianstad, Sweden, was chosen 
for the implementation of the case study as Folkuniversitetet in Kristianstad 
obtained rich experience in teaching immigrants during many years. In order 
to save the information of the present research confidential, the respondents’ 
names and surnames are not revealed.  
The enabling research question (hypothesis) is formulated as following: 
What is culturally responsive teaching of immigrants? 
 
Research results and discussion  
 
Culturally responsive education is the overall concept that includes 
culturally responsive teaching. Culturally responsive education is an 
approach to address the needs of today’s diverse classroom (Melnikova, 
Kuprienė, Jurgaitytė, Zascerinska, Blažulionienė, 2020). Table 1 (Gruenwald, 





Ahrens, Zaščerinska, Melnikova, Andreeva, 2018) demonstrates the 
dimensions of cultural norms and values in a classroom. 
Culturally responsive teaching is an approach to address diversity 
(Melnikova, Kuprienė, Jurgaitytė, Zascerinska, Blažulionienė, 2020) in adult 
education. In contrast to traditional pedagogies, the culturally responsive 
framework places learners’ cultures at the core of the learning process and 
utilizes the “cultural knowledge, prior experiences, frames of reference, and 
performance styles of ethnically diverse students” (Gay, 2000). 
 
Table 1. Cultural norms and values in a classroom (Gruenwald, Ahrens, 





International students’ cultural 
norms and values 
Host country’s educators’ 
cultural norms and values 
Person’s name Surname and first name First name and surname 
Time Stretchable time Punctuality 
People address "Sir" or "Ma'am,","Mr." "Ms." "Mrs." Person’s title and surname 
Politeness Smile and nod of the head “Please” and “Thank you” 
 
Culturally responsive education can be identified by the following 
common characteristics: 
 It acknowledges the legitimacy of the cultural heritages of various ethnic 
groups, both as legacies that affect students’ dispositions, attitudes, and 
approaches to learning and as worthy content to be taught in the formal 
curriculum. 
 It builds meaningfulness between home and school experience as well 
as between academic abstractions and lived sociocultural realities. 
 It uses a wide variety of instructional strategies that are connected to 
different learning styles. 
 It teaches students to know and praise their own and each other’s 
cultural heritages. 
 It incorporates multicultural information, resources, and materials in all 
the subjects (Gay, 2000). 
A model of culturally responsive education was designed. The 
framework entails the following four elements (Wlodkowski, Ginsberg, 
1995): establishing inclusion, developing attitude, enhancing meaning, and 
engendering competence. The functions of each element are described as 
follows (Melnikova, Kuprienė, Jurgaitytė, Zascerinska, Blažulionienė, 2020):  
 Teaching practices that create an environment of respect and 
connectedness and that use cooperation and equitable treatment of all 
learners reflect the element of establishing inclusion.  





 The element of developing attitude includes norms and practices that 
help students develop a positive attitude toward the learning process by 
building on the students’ personal experiences and knowledge and by 
allowing the learners to make choices throughout the learning process.  
 The third element, enhancing meaning, includes norms and practices 
that encourage students to engage in deep reflection and critical inquiry, 
such as roleplays and simulations.  
 The final element, engendering competence, is practices that show the 
learner evidence of his or her learning and proficiency and the use of 
assessments that are contextualized in the learners’ experiences. 
This four-element model serves as the theoretical foundation for 
culturally responsive teaching practices applicable to the adult education 
(Melnikova, Kuprienė, Jurgaitytė, Zascerinska, Blažulionienė, 2020). 
Recommendations for all the participants of culturally responsive 
teaching were proposed (Melnikova, Kuprienė, Jurgaitytė, Zascerinska, 
Blažulionienė, 2020): to pay attention to your own prejudices and biases, to 
listen to others, to ask questions rather than make assumptions, and to 
cultivate knowledge about other cultures.  
Culturally responsive educators, who are the key organisers of 
culturally responsive teaching of immigrants, are proficient at discerning 
subtle and overt differences and developing culturally-sensitive and 
appropriate learning environments (Guy, 1999). In adult education, teachers 
and educators are supposed to develop social interactions, maintain fluid 
student-teacher relationships, demonstrate connectedness with all the 
students, develop a community of learners, encourage students to learn 
collaboratively and be responsible for another (Melnikova, Kuprienė, 
Jurgaitytė, Zascerinska, Blažulionienė, 2020). This culturally responsive 
education or, in other words, equity pedagogy (Banks, 2006), encompasses a 
variety of approaches such as culturally relevant, culturally sensitive, 
culturally congruent, and culturally contextualized pedagogies (Gay, 2000). 
For adult educators, such recommendations were proposed (Melnikova, 
Kuprienė, Jurgaitytė, Zascerinska, Blažulionienė, 2020): 
 Integrate multicultural knowledge into the curricula to lessen the 
cultural divide. 
 Acknowledge cultural differences among immigrant groups. 
 Foster inclusive learning communities through use of learning partners 
or teams. 
 De-emphasize assimilation in curricula and teaching practices. 
 Consider work socialization of immigrant groups.  
A training session of Swedish as a foreign language was observed in May 
2019. The topic of the training was devoted to the preparation of a CV and a 





covering letter, as the adult learners aim at getting a job or starting a 
company in the host country. Local companies in a host country employ 
immigrant for establishing business connections between the immigrants’ 
host country as well as the immigrants’ origin country (Ahrens, Zaščerinska, 
2020). Employment of immigrants who communicate in a language of the 
country local companies do business with is beneficial for all the 
stakeholders, namely the host country’ companies, partners of the host 
country’ companies, and the employed immigrant (Ahrens, Zaščerinska, 
2020) in terms of improvement of opportunities in the economic, social and 
civic life of their new country (Pieroni, d’Agostino, Lanari, 2019). The 
training was implemented by two teachers of Swedish of the Swedish origin 
in the Swedish language only. One of the teachers was a male teacher, the 
other - female. Another training of Swedish as a foreign language was studied 
in February 2020. The topic of the training was preparation for the 
examination in Swedish for immigrants (SFI). The training detailed the 
structure of the examination organisation (listening, reading, speaking and 
writing). The teacher was a female with the immigrant background. The 
teacher’s migrant background differed from the adult learners’ migrant 
background. The observation revealed that this teacher of Swedish was more 
expressive in comparison to two teachers of Swedish of the Swedish origin. 
She used gestures for demonstrating the point she was explaining to the 
adult learners. For example, she was pretending that she was writing while 
speaking about the writing part of the examination. Also, the teacher drew 
simple symbols such as time, schedule, maps, plans, etc. on the blackboard 
for clarifying the examination procedural details. 
In both observed classes, the adult learners originally came from Syria, 
Poland, Croatia, etc. The students belonged to different age groups: 20-30 
years old as well as 35-50. The students were in coats and jackets despite the 
temperature in the classroom was adequate. Some of the students were late 
for the training.  
In the interview, two teachers of Swedish of the Swedish origin 
highlighted the importance of learning Swedish for the future employment 
and careers of immigrants in the host country. The teacher of Swedish with 
the migrant background emphasized during the interview that there were no 
discussions about religion, war and the current situation in the countries 
adult learners arrived from in a class. This teacher experienced a couple of 
situations where a migrant husband attended the same training his wife was 
involved in. This wife brought her books as well as her husband’s books to 
the class. Such a situation was not discussed with anyone. But after some 
time, the wife rejected to take care of the books of her husband. The teacher 
also pointed out that if a class is missed by an adult learner, it can be 





discussed with the adult learner who did not attend the class only 
individually.  
The findings of the empirical study carried out demonstrate that 
contemporary adult education experiences cultural diversity. In a host 
country, not only adult learners but also teachers might have a migrant 
background. The structuring content analysis allows extending the 
dimensions of cultural norms and values, namely the person’s name, time, 
people’s address, politeness (Gruenwald, Ahrens, Zaščerinska, Melnikova, 
Andreeva, 2018) by religion and human comfort conditions such as thermal 
comfort. The summarising content analysis highlights that the culturally 
responsive teaching of immigrants requires a personalised approach to an 
adult learner.  
 
Conclusions and suggestions  
 
The theoretical findings of the present research allow defining religion 
and human comfort conditions such as thermal comfort as the dimensions of 
cultural norms and values to be addressed by culturally responsive teaching 
of immigrants. The findings of the empirical study allow drawing the 
conclusion on the necessity of a personalised approach to an adult learner in 
culturally responsive teaching of immigrants. The empirical study assisted in 
the finding that not only adult learners’ but also teachers’ migrant 
backgrounds make adult education classes diverse.  
Implications for culturally responsive teaching of immigrants in adult 
education include the implementation of a personalised approach to an adult 
learner in culturally responsive teaching of immigrants in adult education. 
The personalised approach implies considering the dimensions of cultural 
norms and values, such as the person’s name, time, people’s address, 
politeness (Gruenwald, Ahrens, Zaščerinska, Melnikova, Andreeva, 2018), 
religion and human comfort conditions such as thermal comfort. 
The present research has limitations. The inter-connections between 
culturally responsive teaching of immigrants and dimensions of cultural 
norms and values have been set. Another limitation is the empirical study 
conducted by involving the respondents of one institution only.  
The further research will focus on the involvement of respondents from 
other institutions into the empirical study. A comparative study of different 
countries could be interesting for the research community as well.  
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